The dilemma of meat production: An Earth in the balance 


Meat-eaters, what if you knew that your diet threatens the continuation of 
humanity, and causes widespread disruption of natural processes? The land, water, and air 
of our planet are in danger. According to the Stockholm International Water Institute, 
thirty-three percent of the world’s arable land is being used to grow crops to feed animals, 
with meat-rich diets consuming much of the fresh water worldwide.' Land grazing has 
caused much of Latin America’s rainforest to be chopped down for cattle grazing. On a 
global scale, carbon dioxide emissions from transportation, retail and production of red 
meat, chicken, fish, and eggs is much more than the emissions of dairy products, cereals, 
fruits and vegetables combined, as stated by John Hanson and John R. Hendrickson of the 
Soil and Water Conservation Society.” According to the Food and Agriculture (FAO) of 
the United Nations, sediment from exposed earthen areas, fertilizer, pesticide, and animal 
waste are major sources of worldwide water pollution.* While it seems that people don’t 
care much about the effects of their meat-rich diets, numerous scholars continue to debate 
the environmental effects of having a meat-rich diets time and time again. Through this 
paper, you will learn how meat production causes numerous adverse environmental 


impacts on the land, water, and air of this planet. 


Negative consequences of meat production’s overuse of chemicals 
On a worldwide scale, meat production’s overuse of chemicals causes negative 


environmental consequences. For instance, to produce grain needed for meat-producing 
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animals, heavily mechanized industrial agriculture is used, which consumes substantial 
amounts of nonrenewable fossil fuels and petrochemicals. On the other hand, factory 
farms use pesticides, a petro-product, by applying it directly to the livestock’s feathers, 
fur, and skin.* Antibiotics used on animals are meant to keep farm animals healthy. But 
the nation’s food supply is contaminated with antibiotic-resistant bacteria.° This is 
confirmed by the findings of the Pew Commission on Industrial Farm Animal 
Production,® which noted that an increase in antibiotic-resistant bacteria is because of the 
overuse of these chemicals. In fact, almost eighty percent of American antibiotics are 
directed toward farm animal production, while only about twenty percent are for human 
pharmaceutical needs.’ For the meat industry, this approach is more profitable than 
treating animals individually, according to writer Doris Lin.* Non-petroleum based 
genetically modified foods, some which have pesticides embedded inside of them, are 
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distributed by a small group of companies. They are then fed to meat-producing animals. 


The use of unnatural chemicals for meat production is only one of the negative effects. 


Habitat destruction and disease 
Habitat destruction caused by meat production is a major environmental 


problem. On a global scale, more than sixty percent of the rainforest destruction has been 
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caused by creation of animal pastures.'° This impact is enhanced by other issues. For 
instance, more than two-thirds of the world’s farmland is used to grow feed for 
livestock.'! Almost one-third of the world’s grain is fed to livestock, '? and at least 40 
percent of American grain is used for meat production. '? This is part of a system that 
doesn’t use crop rotation, allowing for an increase in production. It leads to the fact that 
production based on industrial agriculture, like grain, needs tens of millions of tons of 
artificial fertilizer.'* Since industrial agriculture has increased production with artificial 
chemicals, this leads to increased animal waste from factory farms, which can cause 


contamination of groundwater or air.'° 


Water use in meat production 

While contamination can come from factory farms, water use is a more prevalent 
problem. Slaughterhouses that are sanitized after slaughter with hot water and steam are 
prone to numerous issues. On a rare occasion, drainage tanks and pipes underneath meat 
factories cause groundwater contamination due to leakage in the drainage pipes and tanks 
as they break down.'° This only one of the impacts of water use in meat production. The 


waste of water is massive: “one pound of beef requires...approximately 2500 gallons of 
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water.”'’ On average, Americans consume almost “200 pounds of meat each year.” '® That 
means that 500,000 gallons of water are wasted from average consumption of one 
American (if all the meat is beef). If all Americans ate meat, about 786.9 billion gallons of 
water would be wasted from meat production. Whereas, in agriculture, the water use is 
much greater, consisting globally of 2.7*10° km? of water.!? Since some of this is included 
in meat production, it is hard to get the exact number. This leads to a deeper problem with 
water use. Worldwide adoption of western meat-rich diets will result in water shortages in 
food production for an expected nine billion people by 2050.”° Fresh water that would 
otherwise be used for people would be diverted to meat production, resulting in mass 
water shortages. Only thirty-five percent of the world population will have enough water 
to be self-sufficient and fifty percent will have water crises, according to John Powles of 


the International Epidemiological Association.”! 


How meat production causes water pollution 
In general, water contamination from meat production can be traced back to 


factory farms that raise animals. Due to environmental factors, croplands don’t absorb 
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animal manure, and it is stored in spill-prone open pits.7* The manure seeps out, causing 
smothering of coral reefs and algal blooms “which use up oxygen in the water.” It even 
contributes to a ‘dead zone’ in the Gulf of Mexico and nearby groundwater 
contamination.”* Animal waste is only one of the environmentally destructive pollutants 
released from factory farms that endanger land and stream ecosystems. Others include, 
according to the EPA, nutrients, pesticides, and sediment.”* Meat production’s air 


pollution is equally destructive. 


Meat production and air pollution 

Air pollution is caused by every mode of meat production. Animal manure from 
large-scale meat production releases methane and nitrous oxide.”> These are greenhouse 
gases that are more potent than carbon dioxide by 25-300 times in terms of large-scale 
meat production. The growing worldwide appetite for meat is the reason livestock 
comprises more emissions than worldwide transportation.*° On a global scale, meat 
production generates nine percent of the carbon dioxide emissions, thirty-seven percent of 
methane emissions, and sixty-six percent of nitrous oxide emissions. In the U.K., twenty 
percent of the country’s greenhouse gas emissions came from products consumed comes 
from meat and dairy processes, according to the European Journal of Clinical Nutrition,”’ 


whereas in the United States, the EPA reports that three percent of greenhouse gases come 


>? Horrigan, Lawrence, and Walker, Polly. "How Sustainable Agriculture Can Address the Environmental 
and Human Health Harms of Industrial Agriculture." 

23 "Facts about Pollution from Livestock Farms." Natural Resources Defense Council. May 2012. Web. 23 
Sept. 2012; Wallis, Peter. "Manure contamination bad for human and animal health." Prairie Water News. 
N.p., n.d. Web. 22 Sept. 2012. 

24 "Managing Nonpoint Source Pollution from Agriculture,” EPA,. Pointer No. 6, EPA841-F-96-004F, 
Mar. 2012, Web. 23 Sept. 2012. 

5 "Global Meat Production and Consumption Continue to Rise." Worldwatch Institute. 2011. Web. 22 
Sept. 2012. 

26 "Spotlight: Livestock impacts on the environment," FAO, 2006. 

27 Scarborough, P, Allender, S., Clarke, D., Wickramasinghe, K. and Rayner, M. (2012) "Modelling the 
health impact of environmentally sustainable dietary scenarios in the UK." European Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition 66: 710-715. 


Page 5 


from animal manure and enteric fermentation.”* On a nationwide scale because of cow 
flatulence, feed production and manure, beef, cheese and lamb have higher emissions than 
common proteins and vegetables.”? In slaughterhouses, the energy used to clean them 
causes numerous greenhouse gases. This includes carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide, 


nitrous oxide, and sulfur dioxide.*° 


What does the meat industry say? 

Those on the side of the meat industry claim that criticisms of problems caused 
by meat production, on Earth. are wrong for some reason or another. Some even absurdly 
claim that vegetarians kill more animals than meat-eaters,*' that non-meat eaters cause 
environmental damage,* and that a person’s body will be “hurt” by not eating meat.*? The 
reality is quite different. While it seems evident that these people are ingesting some level 
of meat industry propaganda, Barry M. Popkin takes a different tact. He writes that “there 
are some nutritional benefits to consuming red meat and some white meat...[but] a 
number of recent clinical trials show either a low-fat, low-fat and high-complex 
carbohydrate diet, or a high-protein-low-carbohydrate diet are equally healthy.”*4 One 
must consider that when eggs come out of a chicken, it does not die. Instead, it stays alive 


which proves some of the opposition to vegetarianism to be false. 
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Conclusion 

Meat production and consumption is endangering the land, water, and air of our 
planet. Animal waste from large scale meat production releases nitrous oxide and 
methane. It is bound to increase as more people gain an appetite for meat. Even though 
higher developed countries consume much more meat and dairy than less developed 
countries,*> meat consumption is on the rise.*° It more than tripled in developing countries 
and doubled in developed countries between 1960 and 2000. By 2050, there won’t be 
enough water for an expected human population of nine billion, and the creation of cattle 
pastures in Latin America, will continue unabated. The use of genetically modified food, 
and the high number of petrochemicals, used in meat processes will create what Rachel 
Carson wrote in her 1962 bestseller, Silent Spring, “a chain of poisoning and death.” The 
assembly-line factories that use fossil fuels will increase in number and much of the water 
will be contaminated with animal waste from factory farms. As with E. Coli and the swine 
flu epidemics, there will be more diseases that will affect human beings if living 
conditions in factory farms don’t improve. Research hasn’t investigated the public 
reaction to overall meat production, and how to motivate people to not eat meat or cut 
down. The ecological impact of diseases that have spread from factory farms is a subject 
missing from research. It is only briefly mentioned in documentaries like Food Inc. and by 
a lone Mexican lawmaker at that. In conclusion, due to the negative consequences of meat 
production, as explained in this paper, there is no doubt that eating meat will led to an 


acceleration, and intensifying, of the ongoing ecological catastrophe. 
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